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Memory and Celebration in Contemporary
San Miguel de Allende, Mexico
Samantha Krause, Florida State University

San Miguel de Allende is an historic city in Guanajuato, Mexico. It is
a relatively small city, with a population of about 80,000 in the urban
area, located about four hours north of Mexico City. Since the 1960s,
the city has become a hub of activity for foreigners and tourists. It
advertises itself as an attractive retirement destination for American
and Canadian retirees, and thus it has an influential gringo population. In many of the city’s central areas, English is spoken just as
much as Spanish. Phone booths advertise low rates for those phoning “home” to North America, and the public library offers English
and Spanish novels in equal numbers. This melding of cultures is
striking, and it makes San Miguel an excellent venue in which to observe the concepts of memory and identity, both for the immigrant
gringos and the native Mexican populations.
The idea that immigration transforms and shapes a culture is
basically universal. When two or more groups of people of differing cultures coexist in one area, the two groups will adapt to whichever aspects of the other foreign culture they find the most beneficial. Marshall Sahlins expands on these concepts of exchange in his
research on the contact period of the Hawaiian Islands (1981). The
migration pattern of American citizens moving to Latin America,
although not as much studied as Latin American immigration to
the United States, has nevertheless given rise to the term “reverse
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immigration” in response to this phenomenon. Novels such as Falling…in love with San Miguel and On Mexican Time have been published by Americans who have immigrated to San Miguel de Allende; these books are filled with rich descriptions of the “quaint” and
“charming” city, a perfect place for an American to flee to, leaving
the fast-paced world of commercialism and technology behind. This
pleasant and whimsical opinion is shared by many Americans who
live in San Miguel. I often met American expatriates in the Jardin, an
open public garden in the center of the city. All the ex-pats I spoke to
have sentiments that echo the sentiments of these novels, and their
feelings on what makes San Miguel more desirable than America often came up in conversation. I even met several retired persons who
proudly proclaimed that they did not even need to learn any Spanish
to live in San Miguel. One woman who had immigrated from Texas
five years ago told me that she had only learned enough Spanish to
communicate requests to her maids. Book clubs, yoga, social groups,
and small church congregations created by gringos can be found
throughout the city, forming small pockets of Americanness within
the greater Mexican culture.
Meanwhile, the Mexican people of San Miguel have adapted to
the influx of immigrants and tourists and utilized them as a source
of income. For example, the city has three professional language
schools, along with multiple hotels, day spas, and gringo-friendly
book stores that carry popular novels in English exclusively. Two of
my host sisters, aged 23 and 26, worked for a real estate company that
primarily dealt with what they referred to as the “older rich white
people who live on the hill.” Indeed, many of the Americans live in
large houses situated on the hillsides that look down into San Miguel
proper.
This symbiotic relationship between the two cultures raises the
question of identity for both groups of people. Certainly each ex-pat
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has his or her own reason for immigrating to San Miguel, but most
do not seem to feel that it is necessary to assimilate completely into
Mexican culture; hence, the self-imposed segregation and exclusive
nature of the “pockets” of Americans in the city. These people have
certainly retained the identity of what it is to be “American,” although they claim that they want nothing more to do with America
as a country. Several of the elderly people that I spoke to told me that
the reason they left America was that the government was too horrible to stand anymore; however, they still desired certain creature
comforts that they would find back in America, such as cell phone
reception, Internet access, and TV shows like Law and Order and
CSI. One woman, who attended the same language school as I did,
fretted about how difficult it was to find her favorite foods in the
city’s small grocery stores. These things suggest that the American
populations still retained their previous collective identity and collective memory.
However, the gringo population, despite its desire for certain personal creature comforts, seemed to be quite concerned with preserving San Miguel de Allende as a city, and they were obsessed with
keeping it a charming historical (i.e., old-fashioned) and—most important—Mexican town. At least, what they perceived to be Mexican. For example, when a Subway and a Dunkin’ Donuts opened
in the town center and a McDonald’s arrived just outside the city
proper, it caused a great uproar in the gringo population. I asked
ex-pats in the city how they felt about the fast food chains, and the
response was almost unanimously negative. Only one gentleman I
spoke to was pleased to have his morning coffee from Dunkin’ Donuts. Many Americans had boycotted the restaurants, because the
consensus was that it was “ruining the charm and authenticity of
the city” and that the restaurants were not “Mexican enough.” The
thing that concerned the American townspeople the most was that
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these chain stores were ruining the Mexican history of the city with
American culture.
That buzz-word “authenticity” was what sparked my curiosity
on this subject. What did the ex-pat population perceive to be truly,
authentically Mexican about the city, and what did they perceive to
be spoiling the atmosphere? Certainly the appearance of American chain restaurants was a great disappointment for the gringos.
Did the Mexican people feel that these chains were “not Mexican
enough” as well? The response I received from Mexican people about
these chains was either general complaints about how the food was
too expensive, or comments like “it’s just a restaurant, like any other.” I learned from the Mexican family that I stayed with that being
traditional was not the most important thing to them. Eating instant
ramen noodles and pizza, watching American Idol after dinner, and
wearing Nike shoes did not strike them as being problematic. The
concept of the collective memory of what it is to be Mexican was
seated much deeper than these sorts of superficial things. The time
when Mexican identity really came to the forefront was on religious
and secular holidays.
During my stay in San Miguel, I observed religious and secular
celebrations, from the Mexican Independence Day to small local
church celebrations of patron saints. A common element for each
holiday that I observed was a large and complex parade that wended
its way through the center of the city. These parades were similar in
that each one pertained to the history of the city and of Mexico as a
whole. Each parade included specific Works Cited to this history, including Aztec dancing, religious icons such as the Virgin of Guadalupe, impersonations of key figures in Mexican history, larger-thanlife Frida Kahlo dolls, and reenactors depicting Mexican Revolution
battle scenes.
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Such celebrations raise the question of collective memory versus
“authenticity” in this highly touristic city. In their paper “After Authenticity at an American Heritage Site,” Gable and Handler (1996)
raise the question of authentic reproduction in Colonial Williamsburg and conclude, among other things, that Americans are obsessed with historical accuracy. Can this be applied to San Miguel
de Allende as well, an area so heavily influenced by a wealthy American population? Does the Mexican population of San Miguel direct
their celebrations to the tourists and the ex-pats who wish to see the
“real” history of Mexico? After all, San Miguel receives a great deal
of revenue from tourists and foreign residents, and the Mexican residents of San Miguel recognize them as a healthy source of income.
I often asked the Mexican people about their relationships with the
tourist and ex-pat culture. I spoke to shopkeepers and owners of Internet cafes and the Mexican doorman at a hotel and day spa that
was oriented mostly towards foreign visitors. Whenever I spoke to
them about the American retired population and the tourists, they
responded simply, “Ellos traen más dinero,” “They bring in more
money.” The times in which the tourists and ex-pats really bring in
the most money for the Mexican citizens of San Miguel is during
the holidays and festivals, and so one has to wonder whether or not
the Mexican residents strive to create an authentic performance to
appease the tourists and bring in more money to the city. Are these
celebrations reflections of how Mexican people of San Miguel view
history, or are the parades and festivities featured in these holidays
organized to cater to the tourist population?
In this paper, I analyze three of the parades that I observed during
three separate holidays while I was living in San Miguel. The reason I
have chosen parades as my window in which to see the Mexican idea
of memory and identity is that a parade is a visual representation
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that involves the entire city, some as performers and some as spectators. Parades are used to act out events and create larger-than-life,
enhanced representations of people and places without the need
for speech. I also chose parades as my focus because I learned very
quickly that in Mexico, it was practically unthinkable to hold any
sort of festival or holiday without a parade, so it was easy to compare and contrast each celebration through this common element.
These three parades that I have chosen to compare and contrast took
place on El Dia de San Miguel (San Miguel Day), El Dia de Independencia (September 16th, the Mexican Independence Day), and
the saint’s day of a small local church. I chose these three parades
because each one was distinctive in its purpose. El Dia de Independencia is a secular, historical celebration that celebrates the history
of Mexican freedom and independence, a celebration of Mexico as a
nation. Meanwhile, El Dia de San Miguel is a celebration that focuses
on the Catholic Archangel Michael, who is also the patron saint of
the city. The small saint’s-day celebration that took place in one of
the town’s many Catholic churches is a representation of the religion
of Mexican people at a local, more personal, family level.
El Dia de Independencia occurs throughout Mexico on September 16th, not just in the city of San Miguel; and thus it is truly a
representation of national identity. The parade that occurred during this holiday was large and complex and included elements taken
from throughout the history of Mexico. The most common element
in the parade itself was a huge number of Aztec dancers. After almost every float, jazz or mariachi band, or group of horseback riders,
there would be a troupe of Aztec dancers. One could tell that each
group felt itself to be distinctive because they often carried a banner
denoting what tribe they traced their ancestry to. Furthermore, each
group had a very specific costume, complete with plumed headdresses and skulls. I concluded that this representation of Aztec dancing
represents the very heart of Mexican identity.
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/southernanthro_proceedings/vol39/iss1/12
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Florescano (1994) explains that the Aztecs still represent the oldest and one of the most important aspects of Mexican history, and
to be involved in such a reenactment is a preeminent honor. Judging
by the sheer number of Aztec dancers involved in the parade for El
Dia De Independencia, this is certainly a true statement. However,
as important as authentic-appearing reenactment may be, I noticed
that many of the dancers wore normal everyday sneakers and carried water bottles. I even saw one particular dancer wearing what
looked like a pair of pajama bottoms rather than the same garb as
his fellows. I asked my host sister why it was not “accurate,” and she
laughed and told me, “It is all just for fun, we don’t know exactly how
the Aztecs danced.”
Another element, almost as popular as the Aztec reenactors, was
the reenactors of historical Mexico. Members of the parade dressed
as heroes of the Revolution—e.g., Allende and Hidalgo—marched
down the streets, mock-fighting French, Spanish, and indigenous
soldiers alike; while Pancho Villas, flamenco dancers, and papiermâché Frida mannequins cavorted along behind them. At first this
too did not make sense to me, because the time sequence appeared
to be off. The battles that the parade was re-creating did not flow in
any sort of time that I could see. However, I have concluded that this
seemingly haphazard sequence of events is in fact the way that the
Mexican mind views time and memory. As Florescano states, “Thus,
if for western thought an event is historical only, it is produced in
a profane time and space, stripped of transcendental meaning. For
the Mexica mentality, the historical is exactly the opposite: the event
that has weight is the one that is endowed with significance that
transcends the time and place in which it is located.” Therefore, the
Mexican mentality is that the correct way in which to pay one’s respect to the past is not through fiercely accurate representation, but
through the simple act of remembering the significant aspects of the
events. Many gringos attended this celebration, but when I asked in
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the next week at my language school what everyone’s thoughts were
on the parade, not a single person broached the subject of the authenticity of the performance. Before the celebration began, I spoke
to one American who spends his summers in San Miguel, and he
mentioned that El Dia de Independencia was the only San Miguel
holiday that he and his wife attended every year. This is obviously
a popular holiday among gringos, and yet they did not seem to be
concerned with the nonlinear time that the parade had illustrated.
The second parade that I attended occurred on El Dia de San
Miguel. El Dia de San Miguel is a week-long celebration during the
last week of September. This holiday recognizes the town’s patron
saint, the archangel Michael. It is a religious time for the community,
but also a time for frivolity. During the course of the week of celebrations, there are several parades, which become bigger and more
elaborate as the week goes on. On San Miguel day itself, the most
important part of the celebration occurs at around midnight. This
event is the biggest parade of the week, followed by an hour-long
firework display outside the city’s largest church at around midnight.
I was told by my host family that this sequence of events represents
St. Michael’s descent into the Underworld to battle Lucifer. The parade itself, which lasted a good thirty to forty-five minutes, included
the usual elements: troupes of Aztec dancers accompanied only by
drumbeat, and mariachi and jazz bands whose music clashed spectacularly with the Aztec drumbeats. However, the two defining
qualities of this parade were crosses and religious icons made out
of colored paper with candles placed in the middle and carried over
the crowd, along with elaborately constructed bundles of flowers
that were placed all around the Parroquia and given out to members
of the crowd. A young woman walked in the middle of the parade
dressed as the Archangel Michael, followed by other women and
girls also dressed as angels. Priests and religious officials followed
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the women, singing and bearing incense and banners depicting the
virgin of Guadalupe, blessing members of the crowd as they walked.
This parade was unique because it was purely for religious purposes
rather than to depict historical events. This does not make the events
any less real for the Mexican people, however. The revolutionary heroes depicted in the Independence Day parade are as much a mythic
reality as the Archangel Michael. According to Leenhardt (1979),
“myth and person are so closely interwoven that we see them support each other, proceed from each other, stabilize each other…and
justify each other.” Leenhardt was writing about Melanesians, but
what he says is equally true of the attitude of the Mexicans of San
Miguel to holy figures and historical heroes.
The two celebrations that I have described so far are instances
in which the presence of tourists and non-Mexican members of the
community is not only expected, but encouraged. Both El Dia de
San Miguel and el Dia de Independencia are very important when
it comes to the economy of the city. But the evidence of these rituals
strongly suggests that American influence on the city does not extend to the way that the Mexicans present their history and memory
through parade and celebration. The Mexican concept of authenticity and identity differs strikingly from the American concept, even
in a melting-pot city such as San Miguel, where culture is exchanged
every day. This conclusion was confirmed again for me later in my
stay, when it was possible for me to observe a parade that was intended for a smaller and more private audience. In this case, the audience
was a small local church that my host family belonged to.
This celebratory parade was in honor of the patron saint of my
host-family church. It was a very small parade in an area outside
the town center. Because of this setting, my roommate and I were
the only two gringas present. This parade turned out to be a small
version of the parade I witnessed on San Miguel day. There were a
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small group of Aztec dancers, religious officials bearing crosses and
incense, and community members bearing bundles of flowers that
they placed upon altars in the streets until the parade reached its
destination, the local church, just in time for mass.
What interested me most about this smaller parade is that it was
not meant to cater to a tourist community. Therefore, the members
of the parade were not showing off or acting in any way. This was a
celebration that reflected only the religious ideas of a local community, and yet it was performed in the same way that the large public
parades were carried out. This leads me to the conclusion that although San Miguel hopes to draw in the wealth of the tourist and
ex-pat populations, their traditions in celebration remain Mexican,
almost entirely unaffected by the ex-pat presence.
I went to Mexico with the intent to learn Spanish and take a vacation, but I could not help analyzing the vivid culture of the city San
Miguel de Allende. Through this research, I had hoped to learn more
about the collective identity and memory of the two most prominent groups that live in the city, the Mexicans and the gringos. I also
hoped to paint a realistic picture of how the Mexican people of San
Miguel view and identify with the past as a collective. Despite the
considerable migration and cultural exchange between Mexican and
gringo populations, the Mexican residents do not attempt to re-create the past in such a way that is pleasing for the tourist and expatriate cultures. The Mexican people have a very different concept of
what is authentic. Rather, the goal of these celebrations is to honor
and remember key points in the past. Of course, two months spent in
any location is not enough, and I hope to return to Mexico this summer before I begin pursuing graduate studies. While there I hope to
gather more information on this topic and continue my research.
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